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The Origin of the Alphabet 

by Livio C. Stecchini 

Some current scientific interests — game theory, computers, social invention — may 
hear echoes from the beginning of recorded time in Dr. Stecchini’s preliminary inquiry 
into the origins of the alphabet. Some unheralded Sumerian grammarian probably 
devised a primitive alphabet as a divining, abacus-like instrument formed in a sixteen- 
letter square, as reconstructed in the cover drawing. Its purpose was to allow divine 
voices to “speak” in the language of the land. The author resides at Princeton, N.J., 
where he is completing his work on the History of Measure. A further article on his 
findings will appear in the March issue of ABS. 



My purpose here is to present a simple but 
significant discovery. It may first be sum- 
marized: All alphabets derive from a basic 
alphabet of sixteen letters arranged accord- 
ing to a rational principle in a square with 
letters on each side. This alphabet in turn 
derives from the simplest form of abacus, 
the pentegramma of five lines enclosing four 
spaces divided into four positions. All early 
computing devices were used as an instru- 
ment of divination. The throw of a pair of 
dice with four faces (as have astragali and 
square sticks) identifies a position on the 
abacus pentegramma. 

In using die computing devices as an in- 
strument of divination, an effort was made to 
obtain specific answers. At some point the 
idea was conceived of letting the oracular 
device talk (the ouija board); some gram- 
marian was able to decompose the spoken 
language into phonetic elements. 

The inner structure of the primitive alpha- 
bet suggests that the language for which it 
was conceived was Sumerian, the first lan- 
guage ever written so far as we know today. 
Cuneiform writing as well as Egyptian 
hieroglyphs presuppose die existence of the 
alphabet. The first stimulus t'o writing was 
gimn by die necessity of noting down num- 
ber-. of calculations; the alphabet provided 
the transition from the writing of numbers 
to tie writing of words. 

The Myth of Palamedes 

Ii my Harvard doctoral dissertation 
(It 0 ) I discussed the myth of Palamedes, 
the hero to whom the Greeks ascribed the 



invention of backgammon, abacus, dice, sig- 
naling fires, musical scales, numbers, meas- 
ures, and die letters of the alphabet. As I 
dealt with the Greek dramas and philosoph- 
ical essays concerning the myth, I opened a 
new Pandora’s box. Since these devices are 
interrelated I could not deal with them in 
isolation. As I followed for a decade the 
diffusion of measures from Sumeria to 
Greece and beyond, I came also upon ma- 
terial for the study of the alphabet, and for 
the study of musical scales and poetic meters. 
Moreover, along the road I examined much 
ancient material on chronology, and I be- 
lieve now that history both in the Orient 
and in Greece was originally connected with 
astrology. Even in die invention and analy- 
sis of history the ancients tried to shape the 
flow of experience into simple repetitive pat- 
terns. 

In tracing the common element of die 
Greek combinatory devices I found that 
there was an original Greek alphabet of six- 
teen letters placed in four rows of four let- 
ters. Since I had become interested in Pala- 
medes because he was associated with the 
official reference standard of Greek meas- 
ures kept at the Temple of Hera near Argos, 
I concentrated first of all upon the history 
of measures. The study of measures that I 
am preparing for publication demonstrates 
that the ancients were interested in. subde 
combinatory structures and that the center 
of diffusion of the concern widi these struc- 
tural patterns was Sumeria, or, better, an 
unknown civilization that preceded the 
Sumerian one. 



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



The investigation of measures indicates 
that when writing appeared in Mesopotamia 
and in Egypt, a complex system linking 
length, volume, weight, and the calender 
had already been elaborated. This system 
could not have been developed if some 
method of numerical notation had not ex- 
isted. The texts in fact indicate that a high 
level of mathematical achievement had been 
attained when records began to be kept. 
What we consider the beginning of writing 
must actually have been the beginning of 
writing for the sake of permanent record. 

Studies now being pursued by Hertha von 
Dechend indicate that advanced astronom- 
ical information had been gathered before 
the origin of writing; written documents in- 
dicate that the observations were initiated 
in the fourth millenium b.c. At the same 
time, she is showing that very early myths 
have a much more precise and meaningful 
structure than it has been believed. 

All this suggests a mystery. How could 
a high level of intellectual civilization de- 
velop before the origin of writing? The study 
of the alphabet could provide an explana- 
tion. Before writing, intellectual activity was 
expressed by the construction of geometric 
and mathematical patterns; the development 
of literary expression reduced the concern 
with the formulation of combinatory struc- 
tures. Poetry developed before prose, because 
poetry is closer to the original formalized 
patterns. Today the science of magic squares 
is of no use except to those who are inter- 
ested in textiles; but the age that preceded 
the invention of writing developed the art 
of weaving. Ancient civilization grew within 
the framework of an original high develop- 
ment of combinatory skills. The Greeks ex- 
pressed this idea by constructing the myth 
of Palamedes as the originator of scientific 
culture. Most historians, because of their 
literary training, have been blind to the im- 
portance of ars comhinatoria in ancient 
thought. The study of the alphabet makes 
this point in a simple and evident way. 

Games, Computers, and Divination 

Measures are intimately connected with 
computing devices. The simplest of the com- 
puting devices is the abacus, but there were 



others more complex. For instance, some 
Mesopotamian and Egyptian divisions of the 
units presuppose a computing device, called 
diagrammismos in Greek, which is a primi- 
tive slide rule that performs multiplications 
and divisions by logarithms with base 2. 
This device was used as a game in Rome 
and called ludus duodecim litterarum. By 
analyzing games, such as several varieties of 
checkers or chess, it is possible to recon- 
struct a number of ancient computing de- 
vices, the existence of which is indicated 
either by recorded computations or by 
archeological findings. 

Games are so closely connected with com- 
puting devices that it is difficult to tell 
which came first. The computing devices of 
which I speak consist essentially of a geo- 
metric pattern on which there are placed 
counters or symbols. All the computing de- 
vices were used as an instrument of divina 
tion. 

The linguist J. G. Fevrier in his authorita- 
tive Histoire de Vecriture declares: "Nous 
touchons ici A tin point obscur, delicat. Il 
existe certainement tin rapport entre la div- 
ination et Vecriture, encore qu'il soit 
malaise de le definir.” Given the mass of 
ancient references to the relation between 
writing and divination, the answer should 
not be as difficult as Fevrier makes it. I 
found it when I asked myself the simple 
question; why are the letters of the alphabet 
in a given order? Even though a specific 
order of the letters is an essential feature of 
all alphabets, there is only one scholar who 
has tried to explain it: the archeologist Sir 
Flinders Petrie. Since he had specialized in 
the study of ancient measures, he had the 
proper foundation for approaching the prob- 
lem correctly, but he stopped short of a full 
explanation because he was avowedly a poor 
linguist. 

There is an immense number of Greek 
and Hebrew texts connecting the letters of 
the alphabet with numbers, but all this ma- 
terial has been up to now dismissed as 
mystical nonsense. Only Robert Graves in 
The White Goddess has dared to touch upon 
material of this sort, but he has dealt for 
the most part with secondary developments 
of the magical meaning of the alphabet and 
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has neglected the connection with mathe- 
matics. However, in spite of his limited fac- 
tual information he has had insights that can 
be proved correct by a more systematic pre- 
sentation. He has recognized the significance 
of the Greek myth of Palamedes and has 
used it to explain the ogamic alphabet of 
the Celts. 

The patterns used for the construction of 
computing devices, mathematical games, and 
alphabets also were used to organize all 
sorts of information, as, for instance, astro- 
nomical data. Robert Graves has called to 
attention one aspect of this procedure by 
noticing that the scheme of the alphabets 
was used to classify stones, plants, and 
medicinal herbs. One of the methods used to 
organize geographical information, and to 
consult the divinity about which direction 
to take, was the roulette wheel; I have de- 
termined that the roulette wheel with 36 
positions or letters was the oracular device 
employed at the sanctuary of Delphi in 
Greece. The approach of the ancients is 
echoed in the Ars magna of Raymond Lull, 
whose work was highly valued during the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance, but is 
little understood today. Lull offered a pat- 
tern of sixteen letters to be used in organiz- 
ing any land of knowledge. On the basis of 
Lull’s work, Leibnitz wrote the Dissertatio 
de arte combinatoria, which was the starting 
point of his plan for the construction of an 
universal arithmetic to be used in combin- 
ing simple concepts into complex ones in all 
fields of thought. 

Moving backwards from several known 
alphabets, I have reconstructed the original 
alphabet of four vowels and twelve con- 
sonants and found that it fits the phonetics 
of the Sumerian language. At the beginning 
of fhe century the Sumerologist Friedrich 
Deh-zsch, without suspecting a connection 
with the alphabet, suggested that cuneiform 
writ ng developed from sixteen basic signs 
and observed that these signs have some 
asso- ration with mathematics. That hiero- 
g*yp' ic writing presupposes the knowledge 
of t alphabet is evident, since it consists 
of ; nhabetic signs plus signs referring to 
grot j of two or three letters and signs 
refe '.ng to specific entities. 



Writing developed from an effort to ex- 
ploit to the maximum the methods of divina- 
tion based on mathematical games. The 
connection between writing and divination 
has been established for China. Card games 
are a method of divination that aims at ob- 
taining complex answers; references to the 
connection between cards and alphabet 
occur here and there in the specialized lit- 
erature. Tarot cards, which are of Meso- 
potamian origin, reveal the effort to obtain 
an answer in the form of specific pictures; 
the pictures are interpreted combined into 
patterns. (An investigation of the original 
scientific meaning of tarot cards has been 
started without mutual knowledge by Phyllis 
Ackerman in the United States and by 
Hertha von Dechend in Germany.) More 
specific answers could be obtained by letting 
the divination device speak; this became 
possible when it was recognized that the 
spoken language could be decomposed into 
a limited number of phonemes. 

A great many ancient texts are lumped 
together and dismissed as mysticism of let- 
ters and numbers by scholars who are not 
aware of the nature of mathematics. Today 
we know that symbols, permutations, groups, 
and probability theory are related topics. 
Once it is granted that writing was con- 
nected with divination, it is necessary to state 
correctly the nature of divination. Divination 
did not consist merely in uttering foolish or 
cheating; it was based on the assumption 
that the world has hidden structure based on 
topological structures, numbers, and prob- 
ability. The fact that checkerboards, cards, 
and dice were instruments of divination 
makes this clear. 

Conditions Causing Alphabetic 
Variation 

The Sumerian language could be ade- 
quately represented by sixteen signs, but 
for some reason or other it was preferred to 
develop alphabetic writing into an ideo- 
graphic script. Possibly the fact that there 
were different dialects of Sumerian made a 
phonetic writing undesirable; the difference 
of dialects makes phonetic writing imprac- 
tical in China today. It may be that the 
alphabet began to be used in isolation when 
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it was acquired, at later times, by marginal 
cultures that did not have that tradition of 
a highly formalized structuring of thought 
that had led to its very invention. Problems 
such as the reason why the Egyptians added 
a great number of signs to an alphabet that 
would have been perfectly adequate to writ- 
ing their language, could be explained by the 
mental habits of people accustomed to or- 
ganizing their ideas in terms of established 
symbols and of combinatory devices. They 
may have sensed that alphabetic writing 
favors intensional language, whereas their 
earlier practices may have made them realize 
the advantage of extensional language for 
the testing of the factual value of state- 
ments. 

The connection between writing and 
mnemotechny must also be considered. Writ- 
ing was developed as an aid to, and a sub- 
stitute for, memory, but the art of memoriza- 
tion remained an important element of 
culture up to the invention of tire printing 
press. Alphabetic signs were used as 
mnemonic devices. The essence of all 
mnemonic techniques is the establishment 
of a series of reference entities, such as ten 
colors, twelve animals, or twenty parts of the 
human body, with which the terms to be 
remembered are brought into one-to-one 
correspondence. Lists of this type could ex- 
plain the groups of signs employed in hiero- 
glyphic writing. 

Recently anthropologists have called to at- 
tention an apparently paradoxical aspect of 
diffusion: in the area where an institution 
was created, the same stimulus that caused 
the initial step may bring about new de- 
velopments, whereas more primitive forms 
may be found the more one is removed from 
the center of origin. In the Mesopotamian 
area the drive towards writing was so active 
that the original pattern was soon obliter- 
ated. This pattern remained more visible in 
Egypt. The Greek alphabet is more archaic 
in its structure than the Semitic alphabets; 

I was able to reconstruct the original scheme 
of sixteen letters from the Greek material. 
Germanic runes are even closer to the 
original form, and the ogamic writing of 
Ireland is the most primitive of all. When 
the alphabet is followed to the East, one 



meets, for instance, with a Pehlevi alphabet 
of sixteen letters, but finds the most reveal- 
ing alphabet in Korea. 

In the Hebrew alphabet there are 22 let- 
ters, divided into two parallel rows of 11 
letters, because the Hebrews used measures 
based on the factor 11 and had a cor- 
responding computing device. The most 
complete single source of information on 
ancient measures is the treatise on biblical 
measures written by St. Epiphanius, the 
friend and collaborator of St. Jerome; the 
main point of this treatise is to show the 
connection between the 22 letters of the 
alphabet and the measure of 22 points that 
is the key to the Hebrew metric system. 
Nevertheless, when the first edition of the 
full text of St. Epiphanius was published by 
the Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, all this material was dismissed in 
tlie preface as the idle prating of an “addle- 
pated pedant.” 



The Alphabet’s Cryptographic Features |i 

The origin of the alphabet would have 
been discovered earlier if scholars had paid 
attention to the Hebrew, Greek, German, 
and Gaelic texts that consider the alphabet 1 
more a system of cryptography than of clear 
communication. The possibility of transpos- 
ing the letters is essential to the structure of 
the alphabet; the analysis of die method of 
transposition indicates how the letters were 
related to each odier. Hebrew sources list 
types of transposition, because an important 
element of die rabbinical method of inter- 
preting die Old Testament is based on the 
assumption that passages with an overt 
meaning have a hidden meaning to be ob- 
tained by a cipher. Even the most skeptical * 
scholars accept that an occasional use of thej. 
cipher occurs in the biblical text. For in- 
stance, it is certain that when the Old Testa- 
ment says Sheshach it means Babel and p 
when it says Zimclii it means Elam, order- 
ing the alphabet from die last letter to the 
first. 1 

For die love of primitivism, scholars have 
overlooked the fact that discovery of writing 
was a tremendous intellectual feat. Often the 
origin of writing is explained by referring to 
die drawings of children, though scholars I 
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have had to admit that Egyptian and Chi- 
nese writings are deliberate, organic con- 
structions. But the instinctual origin of writ- 
ing is saved by maintaining that Egyptian 
and Chinese writings were developed by 
people who had seen writing already de- 
veloped by the Sumerians. Sumerian writing 
at least would be a spontaneous product, 
some felt, but those who make this point 
reveal a short memory. 

When the first sketch of Sumerian gram- 
mar was published in 1874, Joseph Halevy 
denied that there was a Sumerian language 
and argued that it was a matter of a system 
of cryptography. In the fiery debates that 
followed, Halevy won over almost every 
specialist; for twenty years, Julius Oppert 
was left practically alone to defend the 
existence of a Sumerian language and a 
Sumerian civilization. When Oppert died in 
1905 there were still supporters of Halevy 
in major academic positions. Today Oriental- 
ists pay almost no attention to the “Halevy 
episode.” 

j That is unfortunate, for, even though 
i Halevy was more a demagogue than a 
. scholar, he won the support of the academic 



world because he had correctly pointed out 
some- facts concerning the cryptographic 
traits of the invention. The error of those 
who first accepted Halevi’s views and then 
dismissed them totally, when the translation 
of a large body of literature proved beyond 
any doubt the existence of a Sumerian lan- 
guage, .was in not recognizing that a con- 
scious and artificial structuring should be 
expected in a newly invented system of 
writing. Galileo was intuitively closer to the 
truth when he declared: 

“But above all other stupendous in- 
ventions, what sublimity of mind must 
have been his who conceived how to 
communicate his most secret thoughts 
to any other person, though very far 
distant either in time and place, speak- 
ing with those who are in the Indies, 
speaking to those who are not yet born, 
nor shall be this thousand, or ten thou- 
sand years? And how easily, just by 
throwing together twenty lowly charac- 
ters upon a paper! Let this be the seal 
of all admirable inventions of man and 
the close of our discourse for this day.” 1 



1 Dialogue on the Great World Systems , end of First Day. 
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